forward lies through the study of the literary characteristics and preferences exhibited by the successive documents, viewed one by one, as they receive and revise sayings and stories.
I may state, as a theory based on substantial evidence, that the authors of the Bavli exhibit a preference for completing tales by adding missing details. The hypothesis therefore presents itself that the authors, editors, and redactors of other documents along these same lines will exhibit equally persistent and definitive traits, characteristic of their treatment of a diversity of versions of sayings and stories as they fall into their hands. Thus the variations of wording and reading in a story or saying as it moves from document to document find significance in the larger documentary characteristics of a given compilation.
What it does in one case should be replicated in what it does in most others. That fact confirms the documentary reading of the canonical writings of Rabbinic Judaism in its formative age. That reading insists on defining documents as purposive and even propositional.
It finds that documentary boundaries are significant and that compilations are not mere scrapbooks of this and that. In the present context, the fact that a given compilation-here, the Bavli-exhibits persistent and consistent traits when it takes over stories and sayings that have appeared, also, in prior compilations bears consequence. It shows that even this most formal of aspects, the Bavli exhibits a determinate set of traits and preferences. To introduce the exercises that are to follow, let me begin with a comparison of a single passage as it makes its way from Mekhilta, in some circles thought to be an early composition of exegeses of Scripture,' to the Tosefta, thence to the Yerushalmi, and finally to the Bavli. Here we see precisely how the sages who received a piece of composition proposed to preserve the given but also to transmit something new. The passage at hand complements M. Hag. 2:1-2, which refers to a corpus of doctrine connected to Ezekiel's vision of the chariot (Ez. Ch. 1). In the left-hand column, I present the matter as it occurs in the Mekhilta attributed to R. Simeon. In the next, I give the Tosefta's version, in the third, the Yerushalmi's, and in the fourth, the Bavli's. riding an ass and going on the way, and Eleazar was ' For thirty years now I have been puzzled by the relative position of the Mekhilta in relationship to the other Rabbinic documents of the formative canon. I participated only casually in the debate precipitated by Professor Ben Zion Wacholders's article on the subject, in Hebrew Union College Annual, 1969, and then followed the debate as others, better equipped than I to pursue the question, engaged. But when I returned to the document, I kept finding it anomalous in context, as I point out in Mekhilta Attributed to R. Ishmael. An Introduction to,7udal'sms First Scriptural Encyclopaedia (Atlanta, 1988) . In the present setting, I invoke the hypothesis that the document derives from the same stratum as Sifra and the two Sifres, and the argument is composed on that basis. But if Mekhilta were decisively situated in medieval times (and I tend to think that it is more like the Yalqut-collections of that period than the purposive and pointed documents of late antiquity, the entire construction would have to be reworked, and all the hypothetical conclusions drawn here would be discarded. The larger issue of the "dating" or the relative positioning of the Rabbinic documents also requires attention. I think we have sound reason for positioning, e.g., the Tosefta after the Mishnah, or the Yerushalmi after the Tosefta. I do not know why the consensus of the moment concurs that the Yerushalmi dates to 400 and Genesis Rabbah to 450-precisely or approximately.
